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The Arabs' standard of military equipment was improving
and was supplemented by their native ingenuity. Setting
themselves to storm the city of Damascus, they used naphtha-
throwing catapults, then swam the moat on inflated skins and
flung nooses over the turrets by which to haul themselves
up. Other fortified towns fell, and soon the Arab raids changed
to a systematic occupation of Palestine and Syria. Thirteen
hundred years later, according to Sir Henry McMahon's famous
letter to the Sharif Hussain, only c the parts of Syria which
lie to the west of Damascus, Horns, Hama and Aleppo ' could
be distinguished from the purely Arab remainder of the
Levant.

Meanwhile in Madinah Abu Bakr died, and, since he nomi-
nated his own successor, Ali was again passed over. The new
Caliph, Omar ibn Khattab, received the news of Khalid's
successes and watched their effect. Young Arabs swarmed
out to join his forces, and the more adventurous families to
settle in the newly conquered territories.

Omar visited the Arab armies in the field and cleverly
conceived the idea of an * unbeliever's exemption tax', a
remunerative levy on conquered people who preferred this
alternative to embracing Islam.

At about the same time, on the frontiers of Iraq, a first
victory was scored over the Persians. The last notable Persian
general, Rustam, was defeated by an Arab army at Qadisiyah,
near Al-Hirah. It was a tremendous battle, with far-reaching
results. Many stories are still told by the Arabs of single
combats which took place at various stages and of the bravery
of a small party of young men who succeeded in stampeding
the Persian elephants. A colossal amount of loot fell into
Arab hands when Rustam was killed and the Persians
retreated. The great banner of the Sassanian Empire was
captured on the field. c It was made of panthers' skins, but
so richly garnished with gems as to be valued at 100,000 gold
pieces.' After the battle, the disintegration of the Sassanians
was rapid and complete. Their harassed king, Yezdegerd, did
not stay to organize the defence of Ctesiphon, and the treasures
of another famous capital city fell into the hands of the Arabs.

After looting the suburbs of Seleucia on the west bank of
the Tigris, it was necessary for the Arabs to make a crossing
of the river in the face of heavy opposition. A deserter